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1. Origins 
The British Library was formed in 1973 as a result of the 1972 British Library 
Act. This brought together, under the management of the British Library 
Board, a number of libraries and related organizations. The Act states, inter 
alia, that 'The Board shall make the services of the British Library available in 
particular to institutions of education and learning, other libraries and 
industry'. In Autumn 1985 the two major operational divisions of the British 
Library were restructured in order to more .effectively serve the various dient 
groups. The two new divisions are Humanities and Social Sciences (based on 
the former Reference Division) and Science, Technology, and Industry (based 
on the former Lending Division and a component of Reference Division, 
namely, Science Reference Library). Following this restructuring, the Scienée 
Reference Library was renamed Science Reference and Information Service, 
thus emphasizing the dual role of this department and the increasing emphasis 
given to information provision. The department, based in London, has from 
its very beginnings in 1855, as the Patent Office Library, been specifically 
concerned with the information needs of industry. 
2. Scope 
The name of the Science Reference and Information Service belies its scope, 
for it actually covers not only all branches of science but also of technology 
and business information on companies, markets, and products. In particular 
its holdings of business information, a relatively recent extension of scope, 
reflect the changing demands of the information needs of industry and the rise 
in services industries which has, at least to some extent, counterbalanced the 
decline in manufacturing industries. Literature is acquired from throughout 
the world in all subject areas and is taken when its level is suitable for 
industrial practitioners and postgraduate researchers. Holdings indude 
200 000 books, 32 000 current journais, 27 million patent specifications, 3000 
directories, 2000 mark et research reports, and manufacturers' catalogues from 
14000 companies. 
© International Association of Technological University Libraries 1987 
-~ :;. - - ~------
British Library SRIS 251 
Weil over half the users of the Science Reference and Information Service 
are industrial or commercial, and its range of stock and services must make it 
one of the foremost national libraries of its type in the world. lts particular 
strengths lie in the breadth of collections, which are, for current material, on 
open access and highly organized through a special cIassification scheme, its 
free availability to the public without formalities, its geographicallocation, its 
long opening hours, its highly trained staff, the range of services offered, and 
its association with other parts of the British Library. lts cIoseness (though not 
in a geographical sense, as they are 200 miles apart) with the Document Supply 
Centre, formerly the Lending Division, which is its sister department in the 
Science, Technology, and Industry division, allows for tremendous potential 
which is only just being realized. 
3. Development of services to industry 
In recent years increased emphasis has been put on developing services at 
SRIS, and whereas these services are available for all to use, they are mainly 
geared to meeting the information needs of industry. One reason for this is 
th at industry is prepared to pay for services, and it is becoming increasingly 
necessary for services to genera te maximum revenue to supplement govern-
ment grant-in-aid which is diminishing in real terms from year to year. At 
present about 20070 of the British Library's costs are met through revenue 
generation, and its Strategic Plan requires this percentage to rise by 5% over 5 
years. ludicious planning is needed to achieve th is end while at the same time 
continuing to provide traditional basic services expected free of charge from a 
nationallibrary. A British Library pricing policy has been formulated in which 
services are divided into four categories ranging from the first category, where 
services are free of charge and 'for the public good', to the last wh ere total cost 
recovery and a minimum of 5% profit is required. Examples of these two 
categories respectively are use of the reading rooms and the British Library 
publications programme. 
The first fee-based service developed at the Science Reference and Informa-
tion Service was the Photocopy Service, which provides both a while-you-wait 
service for users visiting the Library and also a postal service mainly for 
patents since this category of literature is not held at the Document Supply 
Centre. In the first half of the 1970s, online searching was first offered, and 
this has developed greatly over the years and now covers all branches of 
science and technology in addition to patents and business databases. In the 
mid 1970s, former arrangements over distribution of patents around the 
United Kingdom were rationalized into a Patents Information Network. 
Patents and related documents are sent to about twenty libraries (primarily 
public), and these libraries in return help to enable local industry to exploit the 
information content of patents. In 1981 the Business Information Service was 
set up, which resulted in the aforementioned extension of coverage of com-
pany, market, and product information. The last few years have also seen the 
setting up of specialist services in biotechnology and in industrial information 
252 King 
Ol) Japan. The various general and special services are also backed up by an 
extensive prograrnme of publications and seminars and will now be described 
in more detail. 
4. Reading rooms 
The reference services of the Science Reference and Information Service are 
the most basic services and form a foundation for most others. There are three 
reading rooms, the first containing UK and EEC industrial property literature, 
physical science and technology literature, and business information, the 
second containing overseas industrial property literature, and the third con-
taining the literature of the life sciences, earth sciences, medicine, and 
mathematics. The first two of these reading rooms, that together receive over 
800/0 of the 140 000 reader visits each year, are used predominantly by industry 
and commerce. The reading rooms all contain enquiry desks which are manned 
by weIl qualified and highly trained staff who receive enquiries directly from 
readers and also by telephone, telex, and post. One special and unusual service 
offered is that of linguistic help. Members of staff with linguistic skills are able 
to help readers understand the gist of information in foreign languages. This is 
not a full translation service but a very useful free service which can enable 
readers to decide whether or not it will be worthwhile obtaining a full trans-
lation. A very wide range of languages is offered in the service and includes 
Japanese, Chinese, and Russian. 
5. Photocopy service 
As stated earlier, the Photocopy Service, which copies 50000 items per month, 
exists both as a postal service to complement the service from the Document 
Supply Centre and also to provide a while-you-wait service in the reading 
rooms. It is by far the greatest revenue-earning service of the Library. The 
postal service, 40% of the total business, is predominantly for patents and is 
used mainly by industry. This client group may on occasions need documents 
very urgently and in such cases can place orders by facsimile transmission or 
electronic mail and copies can be supplied by facsimile transmission. Now that 
the Science Reference and Information Service and the Document Supply 
Centre are in the same British Library division, work is proceeding to 
economize on acquisitions budgets by holding non-core literature in one loca-
ti on only. The Science Reference and Information Service is thus increasingly 
becoming a back up for the Document Supply Centre for science, technology 
and business information in addition to patents. 
6. Industrial property service 
The Industrial Property Service (patents, trademarks , and registered designs) 
is the area of the Library with the longest history. It is only for the last 20 years 
or so that the Library has no longer been part of the UK Patent Office. The 
Service is predominantly based in the reading rooms, and a wide range of 
special indexes, catalogues, and registers, some prepared in-house, is available 
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to help users carry out searches. Many users of the Service are 'regulars' 
spending most of their working days in the Library undertaking searches 
for clients. 
Although a traditional service, the Industrial Property Service has certainly 
kept up with the times and in particular is able to offer a fee-based online 
search service covering the increasing number of external databases that are 
available. Such searches range from simple equivalent searches to more 
complex subject enquiries. 
Approximately 20 public libraries around the United Kingdom are members 
of the Patents Information Network (PIN). The Science Reference and Infor-
mation Service provides, free of charge, UK patent abstracts and, in some 
cases, UK and European patent specifications to these libraries and also 
publishes several times a year a free 'PIN Bulletin' for distribution from these 
and other libraries. The Bulletin is specifically designed to help promote the 
use of patents as a source of technical information, and the network libraries 
as part of their contract are expected to use the Bulletin and other means to 
achieve this end. In order to succeed in this, the staff of network libraries need 
extensive training, and help for this task is provided from the Industrial 
Property Service. 
7. Business information service 
During the 1970s there was an increasing demand for business information by 
Library users, a trend which was observable in technical libraries throughout 
the UK, reflecting the changing nature of British industry and its information 
requirements. The library profession, conscious of the British Library's 
inability to provide a national service in the business information field, put 
pressure on it to enter this area. A team of extern al expert advisors was 
therefore convened to determine the role the British Library should play in the 
provision of business information, and this led in 1981 to the setting up of the 
Business Information Service at the Science Reference and Information 
Service. The existing collections of trade journais, directories, house journais, 
and manufacturers' catalogues were enlarged, and new collections of business 
journais, company information publications, market research reports, and 
company annual reports were acquired. Coverage was world-wide and included 
service as weil as manufacturing industries. 
The newly enlarged collection of business information provides unique 
reference facilities for company, market, and product information and also a 
base for enquiry and referral services. Apart from the business information 
desk situated in the reading room housing the collections, a telephone enquiry 
service is available. Both service points are very heavily used and the latter 
answers around 18000 enquiries each year, a rate that is limited only by the 
number of telephone lines that can be manned. At present a charge is not 
usually made for undertaking enquiries manually, and most enquiries are 
therefore only allocated up to 15 minutes of staff time. If further work is needed 
the enquirer is given basic information on how to undertake it himself or can 
254 King 
be referred to a fee-based information service. However, online databases in 
business information are becoming increasingly useful in answering 
enquiries, and staff of the Business Information Service are ab Ie to access such 
databases on a charged basis. 
8. Computer search service 
Although, as we have seen, online searching is carried out now in the fields of 
industrial property and business information, online was originally confined 
to science and technology, and, for the past 15 years or so, the Science 
Reference and Information Service has offered searching in these subjects 
through its Computer Search Service. Over the years the service has developed 
from one just offering, on a purely experimental basis, a few recent weeks' 
worth of Science Citation Index to its current state of offering a fee-based 
service covering about 100 databases in all branches of science and technology. 
About 2000 searches are undertaken a year. At present, revenue does not fully 
cover all costs and overheads, but charges are being gradually increased so that 
full cost recovery can be achieved within the next two or three years. 
9. Special services 
Most recently the Science Reference and lnformation Service has been 
investigating the provision of revenue-earning targeted services. So far, two 
services - one covering biotechnology and the other providing industrial 
information on Japan - have been formed, although other areas are under 
consideration. 
The European Biotechnology lnformation Project was set up in 1984 and 
was partially funded by the Commission of European Communities (CEC). lts 
origin was with the Task Force on Biotechnology Information, set up in early 
1982 as an adjunct to the EEC Biomedical Working Group of the Committee 
for lnformation and Documentation on Science and Technology. The British 
Library was given a contract by the Commission to investigate information 
provision in biotechnology in Europe. The project was designed to investigate 
information sources and information needs and to provide a pilot information 
service. The service, whose CEC funding has recently ended and is now sup-
ported entirely through the British Library, is primarily directed at industry, 
and information needs have been mainly for company and market informa-
tion. A detailed scrutiny of the service has recently been undertaken by exter-
nal consultants to help to determine the optimum way to develop it in order to 
maximize revenue. 
The Japanese Information Service in Science, Technology, and Commerce 
was set up in mid-1985 to investigate the need in the UK for published 
J apanese scientific, technical, and commercial information and to promote the 
use of such information in conjunction with other information-providing 
organizations holding appropriate stock. A specialist enquiry service is in 
operation, and access can be provided to relevant online databases, including 
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for example Nikei Teh~com covering Japanese technical, industrial, and 
economic newspapers. 
10. Publications, seminars, and conferences 
In addition to providing a range of reference and information services, the 
Science Reference and Information Service has an extensive publications and 
user-education program me and more recently has also organized conferences. 
These initiatives, all revenue-earning, are largely aimed at the industrial 
market and especially information intermediaries in this sector . 
Since the formulation of the British Library pricing policy requiring publica-
tions to generate fully cost recovery and make at least 5OJo pro fit, the publica-
tions program me at the Science Reference and Information Service has been 
substantially changed. Only those ti ties considered financially viabie are now 
produced, and detailed costings are kept. Appearance of the titles has been 
considerably smartened up and means of more effective promotion are under 
investigation. Considerable scope also exists for co-operation with publishers 
and agents in the private sector, and this is currently being explored. Best sell-
ing titles at present include the well-established Guide 10 Governmenl Iibraries 
and olher deparlmenls in addition to more recent titles such as MarkeI 
research and induslry surveys, Guide 10 official induslrial properly publica-
tions, and some of the specialized titles produced by the European 
Biotechnology Information Project through desk-top publishing. 
Approximately ten one-day seminars per year are currently organized by the 
Science Reference and Information Service. Although such user-education 
seminars are primarily designed to publicize and exploit the collections and 
generally raise the visibility of the Library, they nevertheless generate substan-
tial revenue and, more recently, as prices have been increased, have in some 
cases made a substantial profit. Seminars are run in the main specialities of the 
Library such as patents and business information, in those areas where 
targeted services are operated such as biotechnology and information on 
Japan and from time to time in more traditional subject areas such as 
chemistry and earth sciences. 
The Science Reference and Information Service first embarked on its con-
ference program me in late 1986 when, jointly with the private sector, it ran an 
international conference on biotechnology information. In Autumn 1987 a 
conference on Japanese information is to be held, and plans are also afoot to 
hold further conferences. Through co-operation with the public sector and the 
attraction of sponsors hip funds such conferences should be run at a profit. 
11. The future 
The British Library's Strategie Plan 1985-90 indieates that high priority is to 
be given to industrial and commercial clients. The various sites for the 
London-based collections of the Library are becoming inadequate, and a new 
reference library building is being constructed in London which is designed to 
provide an integrated, modern facility for the future national Library services. 
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It is expected th at the stock of the Science Reference and Information Service 
will be transferred to this building in 1993-4. 
Looking to the more immediate future the Science Reference and Informa-
tion Service is planning to develop the revenue potentialof its existing services 
through providing a broad-based information service and increasing its 
photocopy business in the United Kingdom and overseas. This latter service is 
able to absorb more staff provided that the extra costs are fully recovered 
through increased revenue, and it is hoped to extend this principle in the areas 
of information services and publishing. In developing priced information ser-
vices, emphasis is to be given to building closer relationships with other infor-
mation intermediaries such as public and university libraries. Optimum use 
will thus be made of United Kingdom literature resources for the benefit of 
industry and commerce. 
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